Abstract: This article introduces the question of periodization in a comparative perspective under three headings: space, subject matter, and agency. The issue of space has deeply influenced reflections on periodization as is, evident, for instance, within changed frameworks such as global history and new fields of study, such as Mediterranean or Indian Ocean Studies. For the Middle East, the rise of the concept of Late Antiquity has proven to be a particularly fruitful spatial reconfiguration that has changed established notions of periodization. The second major impact on the questions of periodization has come from changing thematic foci, most importantly, the diversification of historical studies away from the primacy of political history. In the field of Middle Eastern history, this has been particularly pertinent on account of the prominent position that dynastic periodizations have held. Finally, notions of periodization have undergone changes as the question of historical agency has been reconsidered. In the study of nonEuropean history, such changes emerged in particular as an outcome of reflections on the degree to which such societies' histories followed patterns derived from European models. The article argues that the contributions to this volume open up new venues to think of the question of periodization in Middle Eastern history by taking a long-term perspective from early Islam to the present day.
In making sense of time and developing notions of periodization, historians play a major role for their societies as they help to set the boundaries of a culture's historical consciousness.¹ This is true of professional historians, but also of the many other persons -journalists, devisers of curricula, film-makers, and so forthwho narrate the past. Such divisions are generally based on perceived turning points, watershed moments in which life as then known somehow changed. One has only to think of the concept of European "modernity," in distinction to the "medieval" or the South Asian tripartite division of history into ancient/Hindu, medieval/Muslim, and modern/British to appreciate how a label can frame societies' views of their own place in history.² This special issue engages broadly with the issue of periodization in Arabic history writing, taking into consideration periodizations used today as well as those of earlier times. In other fields, periodization has received a lot of attention, for example, in the Anglophone world in the work of Reinhart Koselleck, which has been particularly influential.³ As the following survey shows, in our field, namely, history written in Arabic, periodization has often been subject to debate, no less so than in the fields of European or South Asian history. The specific contribution of this special issue lies in the fact that it has brought together specialists working across a broad chronological range, so that tenth-century perceptions of the Jāhiliyya feature alongside contemporary Saudi treatments of the more recent past. We did not opt for this chronological range because we assume that these cases are underlain by some essentialist Arabic (or Islamic) notion of periodization. Rather, the aim was to inject a stronger critical reflection on periodization than has been common in our field in recent times by bringing together case studies from different eras that address common problems beyond the immediate chronological and historical context.
The articles were produced through the now-annual "Arabic Pasts: Histories and Historiography" workshop, held since 2008 in London and Oxford. The workshop aims to foster new approaches to the field of Arabic historiography by gathering together specialists working on different periods and geographies. It has been co-organized in its different incarnations by (in chronological order of involvement) Hugh Kennedy (SOAS, University of London), James McDougall (University of Oxford), Konrad Hirschler (SOAS, University of London), Sarah Bowen Savant (AKU-ISMC) and Julia Bray (University of Oxford). The 2012 meeting, co-organized by the Institute for the Study of Muslim Civilisations and SOAS, was held under the heading "What is in a Period?" and resulted in the present special issue. The paper of Edward McAllister was read at the 2013 workshop in Oxford, which had the title "Social Memory in the Middle East and North Africa"; as his paper also bore directly on the 2012 theme, we include it in the issue.
What follows here is a discussion of periodization in Arabic historiography that situates our issue within the wider historical field and highlights the most salient questions that historians debate as they press the flow of time into frames. These questions are addressed in various ways by the contributors and fall under three headings: space (What is the interplay between a geographical area and a given periodization?), subject matter (How has periodization been informed by historians' subjects of enquiry?), and agency (To what extent does the history of a given society or group possess its "own" periodization?).
Time and Space
The spatial turn of the last decades has reinserted the geographical imagination as a crucial category of analysis into the humanities and social sciences.⁴ The challenge to link time and space came originally from many quarters, including cultural studies, as summarized by Lawrence Grossberg's call for "the timing of space and the spacing of time."⁵ Time exists only within space; each calls the other into existence. Some measures of time are literally inconceivable, if only for lack of a space that would render them meaningful. With temporal coincidence, simultaneity -simultaneous, separate existences -becomes possible, and thus the definition of a community and its identity.⁶ Several spatial reorientations have profoundly impacted how historians working on Arabic sources treat time. Each presupposes a different simultaneity and territory in which time could be experienced as a unified whole either by a population or, for analytical purposes, by historians. To start with the largest, take the turn toward "global" or "world" history approaches,⁷ including the creation of university programs, museum exhibits, and broadcast programs (e.g., "The History of the World in 100 Objects," by The British Museum and BBC Radio 4), textbooks, and even novels. World history approaches both shrink space, as they make geographically disparate phenomena into contemporaries, and stretch time, as they show the finitude of this or that empire, seen within the much wider context of the history of all empires -or even the millions of years of geological history.⁸ Thus in Marshall G. S. Hodgson's iconoclastic Venture of Islam, one finds a chart entitled "The Origins of Islamic Culture in Its World Context, 226-715," which shows the simultaneity of moments in the history of the four regions that he classifies as Western Europe, "From Nile to Oxus," India and China. And so Muḥammad occupies a single world stage with the pope Gregory the Great (590-604); Harsha, who rules (from 606-647) the last major Hindu empire of north India; and the T'ang dynasty, which continues a "Chinese political and commercial resurgence."⁹ Muḥammad's moment in history -and indeed, Islam's in general -is meanwhile shown to be rather small in a timeline entitled "The Place of Islam in the Chronology of World History," which begins with 10,000 BC and presents Islam as emerging only in a "post-axial" age that began in 200 BC (the last, "technical age" beginning seemingly only yesterday, in 1800) (see diagram).¹⁰ Iran,"¹⁸ the idea of a "long" Late Antiquity,¹⁹ and other topics; history curricula have been rewritten to begin with Late Antiquity; and academic appointments have been created -all built on the territorial emphases of Brown's original work.²⁰ Other prominent cases of spatial reconfigurations include bodies of water as forces of unity rather than sources of division, represented not just by the emphasis on "Mediterranean studies"²¹ but also by new work on the Indian Ocean, the Red Sea, and the Persian Gulf. Fernand Braudel had already worked with a Mediterranean frame of reference for the sixteenth century,²² his work serving as a source of inspiration for K. N. Chaudhuri's study on the Indian Ocean.²³ These spatial shifts in the way that history is written also influence the periodization of regional histories that had previously been considered as compartmentalized units. Braudel, for instance, could integrate the regions bordering the Mediterranean into a unified chronological rhythm at least for "geographical time" and to some extent also for "social time."
In our issue, Antoine Borrut reminds us that the question of space and time is not only one for modern historiography but that it plays also a crucial role in how spatial shifts within the early Islamic polities impacted on contemporary ideas of periodization. His argument that Syrian history fell victim to the "politics of periodization" offers a particularly pertinent case study of how space and periodization are intrinsically linked. Nils Riecken, in turn, tackles the interconnectedness of space and time in his contribution on the Moroccan historian and intellectual Abdallah Laroui. He shows how Laroui problematizes the use of "universals" in conceptualizations of the past -universals that would allow placing various regional histories in a global timeline of development. Laroui's use of multiple temporalities, however, refutes such universal concepts and grounds them rather in specific spatial frameworks, which in turn require their own periodizations.
Time and Subject Matter
Historians became increasingly interested in periodization during the second half of the twentieth century also because the very subject matter of history was becoming increasingly plural. The move away from political history and elite culture's primacy rendered previously unproblematic chronological concepts, such as periodization according to dynasties, increasingly untenable -or at least debatable. The rise of multiple, often overlapping histories, be they social history, cultural history, gender history, or historical anthropology, undermined established chronological frameworks as these frameworks lost their analytical usefulness for a growing number of historians. Among the many works that have reflected this trend one might cite Joan Kelly-Gadol's "Did Women Have a Renaissance?"²⁴ Here, she called into question "accepted schemas of periodization" and argued that notions associated with the Renaissance were inherently valid for men, while women experienced this period in a very different way.²⁵ In the same vein, social historians were, in the words of Peter N. Stearns, searching for an "appropriate sociohistorical periodization."²⁶ The primacy of political history and its concomitant dynastic periodizations was -and to some extent is -particularly strong in the field of Middle Eastern history, where areas of specialization have traditionally been drawn along dynastic lines: "a historian of the ʿAbbāsid period," "a specialist on the Fatimid era," or "an expert on the Ottoman age." One of the outcomes of this enduring primacy of political history was the crucial position that 1258 and the end of the ʿAbbāsid dynasty long held as a turning point in Middle Eastern history. For instance, in late nineteenth-and early twentieth-century Egypt the primacy of political history was evident in the varying strategies for conceptualizing specific fields of history within a wider reconceptualization of the past that took place in these years.²⁷ When the Egyptian author Ḥasan Tawfīq al-ʿAdl (1862-1904) wrote his History of Arabic Literature he divided his work into five analytical categories: pre-Islamic, Umayyad, ʿAbbāsid, Andalusian, and later.²⁸ His inclusion of a spatial category shows again the close link between space and time -and also the special place that al-Andalus had in Egypt in his day (and indeed in the romantic imagination of many generations). Yet for our purposes here the main point is how the primacy of dynastic categories affected fields well beyond political history, including the history of Arabic literature. The more famous successor to al-ʿAdl's work, under the same title, by Jurjī Zaydān (1861-1941) conceptualized the development of Arabic literature in six steps, but the dynastic foci and watershed moments defined along the lines of political history remained: pre-Islamic, early Islamic, Umayyad, ʿAbbāsid up to the Seljuq conquest of Baghdad in 1055, the subsequent period up to Napoleon's conquest of Egypt in 1798, and finally the last period up to his present.²⁹
The field of Middle Eastern history has developed fundamentally since these early beginnings, and since the 1980s we have seen the emergence of a stronger research interest in the fragmentation of the ʿAbbāsid empire from the ninth century onward and in a "postclassical" era that does not presuppose 1258 as the dividing line separating it from a "classical" age. On the surface, the notion of 1258 as a turning point, followed by a decline, has all but disappeared, playing hardly any role in major current textbooks.³⁰ Albert Hourani, for instance, started his book with two parts running from the seventh to the tenth and from the eleventh to the fifteenth century, respectively.³¹ In similar terms, Ira Lapidus has the second part of his book starting in the tenth century,³² and Jonathan Berkey positions the period of "Medieval Islam" between the years 1000 and 1500.³³ But even pioneers in these developments have tended to cling to political history and dynastic periodization. Consequently, we have histories focused on the Buyid, Saffarid, Fatimid, and Samanid periods. Likewise, for the "postclassical" era, we have a Mamluk Studies Review and a School of Mamluk Studies, and large-scale research projects are entitled "History and Society during the Mamluk Era" (University of Bonn) and "Mamluk History and Culture" (University of Ghent).
There have been several fundamental challenges to history as told along dynastic lines, especially from historians working in the social sciences, including anthropology, sociology, and urban and economic history. To take just one example, Richard Bulliet argued against history centered on the caliphate in his Islam: The View from the Edge.³⁴ More recently, and inspired by environmental history, Bulliet hypothesized in his 2009 work that a dramatic drop in temperature in the eleventh century, a "Big Chill," put an end to a long-lasting boom in cotton production on the Iranian plateau.³⁵ Focusing on the eastern Mediterranean, Ronnie Ellenblum argued three years later that the end of the "Medieval Warm" led to a series of cold droughts and other destructive climatic events from the late tenth century onward also in this region.³⁶ Both authors closely connect their arguments to political history, most importantly the influx of Central Asian pastoralists, yet their approaches further problematize established periodizations.
The enduring topicality of dynasty-driven periodizations is evident in the contributions to this special issue. Fred Donner draws attention to the double hermeneutics underlying historical scholarship, as such periodizations were not only the outcome of nineteenth-century historicism and its focus on states, diplomacy, and great men. Rather, they rely also on contemporary chronicles that used caliphate-based periodizations. It is, however, evident that such periodizations sit uneasily with fields such as art history (Donner's ceramics) and architecture. Peter Webb, in turn, reconsiders the field of literature in order to analyse early Islamic readings of the Jāhiliyya. Highlighting again the importance of looking at how both modern historians and earlier authors have conceptualized the past, he does not question the usefulness of the period itself. Yet he clearly demonstrates how the connotations of this periodization change if a field such as lexicography is taken seriously. Moving to the modern period, Matthias Determann's contribution shows exactly how contemporary monarchies, such as that of Saudi Arabia, start their country's history with the dynasty or, alternatively, integrate the dynasty's history into a longer history of monarchical rule. The focus on a political periodization, and the concomitant exclusion of other periodizations, makes monarchs into the prime agents of history.
Time and Agency
But who are the agents of history? Whose story do historians narrate, and based upon what sorts of sources? The answers to such questions have profound effects on periodization. The sources that serve as the basis for dynastic histories, for example, tend to privilege the outstanding cultural and intellectual works of a narrow band of courtiers, jurists, and orthodox religious authorities. Such works may have served as classical references for their contemporaries' living, collective memory-but what of society beyond elite circles, and the possibly different, no less historical, rhythms by which "the history of everyday life" of women and workers, for example, moved?³⁷ What of a deeper history, one "which requires the historian to go beyond the written record in order to revive by memory, imagination and historical sensibility the dead protagonists as those who had been living, acting, continuously placed as we ourselves are, in conditions of negotiation and decision making?"³⁸ Periodization itself is often a vehicle of power and site of contest for agents of history. In South Asian history, it was exactly the overcoming of the ancient, medieval, and British periodization, initially only slightly recast in the postcolonial period as Hindu, Muslim, and Modern, that was central to the project of subaltern studies: "In their hands, a revisionist theory of colonization thus became a revisionist theory of periodization."³⁹ One of the most eloquent discussions of this issue has been Dipesh Chakrabarty's Provincializing Europe, in which he argued that the European narrative of teleological secularization was central to colonialism. By constituting "historical time as a measure of the cultural distance,"⁴⁰ the European center was in exclusive possession of the "modern," whereas the colonial periphery could enter this period only via the colonial civi- hand, outlined how the late eighteenth-early nineteenth century might be considered in the framework of global history approaches as an important period of change beyond the dichotomy of Western colonialism and the indigenous colonized.⁴³ As in the case of South Asia, the rethinking of established periodization in Middle Eastern history was thus intimately linked to questions of agency and the dislocation of Eurocentric approaches. To return to the example of literary history, a book such as Nelly Hanna's detailed study of book culture in pre-1798 Cairo convincingly shows transformations in a section of society that had traditionally been beyond the pale of historians.⁴⁴ McAllister addresses the issue of agency by relying on oral history and presents notions of periodization among contemporary residents of a largely working-class Algiers neighbourhood. He shows how these non-elite residents live with notions of historical time that are influenced by official narratives, but also how they subvert these narratives in multiple ways. Webb's rethinking of the concept of Jāhiliyya brings up the issue of agency and marginality in two closely connected ways. On the one hand, Webb reestablishes the agency of early Islamic authors vis-à-vis one-dimensional readings of their works. On the other hand, he argues that the Jāhiliyya was far from being just the passive and maligned "Other"; rather, it could also play an important role in a positive sense. Riecken's discussion of how Abdallah Laroui frames purportedly universal concepts goes to the very heart of the question of "Whose periodization?" By suggesting multiple temporalities, Laroui, not unlike the subaltern school, is able to disentangle local histories from what were represented as universal values. Focusing even more on a micro-level, Determann's article highlights the importance of "minor" historiographical traditions, in his case local and tribal narratives, as challenges to monarchist periodizations. They allow understanding the extent to which an official historiography even in an authoritarian regime is often able (but also repeatedly unable) to impose a dominant periodization. Agency is also at the heart of Borrut's article in his attempt to reconstitute Umayyad "whispers" of periodization. Here he engages in a project that subverts the dominant, basically ʿAbbāsid, conceptualization and brings back a marginalized view of history that had been sidelined.
To conclude, we hope that the six contributions to this special issue will contribute to on-going discussions about time and its division into periods by historians, past and present. With their shared concern on how space, subject-matter and agency have influenced these discussions they show that the question of how to fit past events into larger schemes can be fruitfully pursued across a large span of time.
